Possibly because of the flood of such images and through the distancing of the media the underlying message seems to be: This is something that doesn't really concern us; death might be our fellow traveler in this world, but at the moment he must be somewhere else, he is certainly not in our company. Thus death appears to have vanished out of our personal life.
But needless to stress here, this was not always so; the topic of death -and life -once was the topic of philosophy. It used to rank high on the agenda of some of the most venerated thinkers and poets of the classical age, both in China and the West, only to mention the philosophers of the Stoa in the period of Greek-Roman antiquity or Zhuang Zi in pre-Qin China. As we shall see, there is some common ground regarding the attitudes towards death between East and West -at least in the small segment discussed in this essay. But we will also find a few interesting differences.
In the following, I shall first discuss the views on death in Confucian and Daoist philosophy and compare them with Michel de Montaigne's attitude about death as expressed in his essay "That to philosophize is to learn to die" -a late (16 th century) but inspiring example of the Stoic treatment of death. Having begun with a modern Western poem, I shall end with some verses and ideas from poems on death by the Daoist inspired poet Tao Yuanming (5  th century A.D.).
*
Once we go beyond a ritual aspect 2 of death (which would well deserve a separate study and presentation) we find that the views on death in both Confucian and Daoist philosophy have much in common: first of all, a disinterest in the afterlife and a stress on this worldly 2 Just as in all cultures, in China we, first of all, also find a complex system of ceremonies around death, including specific notions about the afterlife. For example, ancestor worship and burying rituals were of topmost concern -for the common people as well as for the intellectual elite. Prevalent were also ideas, influenced by Yin-Yang-thought, about two different "entities" in the human being: a spirit-like manifestation of the Yangforce (hun) and an earthly manifestation of Yin (po). At the point of death, these two "souls", simply put, were supposed to separate, with the "spirit-soul" rising to heaven and the other sinking down into earth. Interestingly, these "souls" (if we may actually call them thus without confusing them with the corresponding Western notion) were not believed to possess eternal life, instead they were thought of returning in due time into the unbound ocean of cosmic energy (qi). For this reason, in the Zhou period, ancestor worship was limited to a few generations only (7 for the Emperor, 5 for the nobility, and 2 for the scholars and common folk). Although there were views on paradise and hell, these were -at least in the pre-Buddhist period -not well developed. I like fish, and I also like bear's paws. If I cannot have the two together, I will let the fish go, and take the bear's paws. So if I like life, and also like righteousness, if I cannot keep the two together, I will let life go, and choose righteousness. […] I dislike death indeed, but there is that which I dislike more than death, and therefore there are occasions when I will not avoid danger. But why not mourn the death of a beloved one? Zhuang Zi's answer is that everything under Heaven has its time. Life and death are only part of the great workings of Heaven: "I received life because the time had come; I will lose it because the order of things passes on," he says (ch. 6, p. 84 5 ). Accepting destiny, there is no reason to fear death, instead this acceptance leads to inner calmness and peace of mind. And so he says, "If you are content with the time and willing to follow along, then grief and joy have no way to enter in." (ch. 3, p. 53). The resulting liberated state of mind is (twice) described as "freeing of the bonds (xi jie)" (ch. 3 and ch. 6, p. 53 and 84). Hence, the True Man has no preference about life and death: "He emerged without delight; he went back in without a fuss." (ch. 6, p. 78) . This equanimity about life and death is more than just tranquillity but rather, as the term "freeing of the bonds"
indicates, a state of mind that is liberated from any worldly anxieties.
Death, as a realm of freedom, is described most effectively in the parable about Zhuang Zi finding a skull. After first considering the sad fate of the human being of which the skull is the only remains, the skull appears at night in Zhuang Zi's dream and enlightens him about death, saying:
Among the dead there are no rulers above, no subjects below, and no chores of the four seasons. With nothing to do, our springs and autumns are as endless as heaven and earth. A king facing south on his throne could have no more happiness than this. (ch. 18, p. 193) .
But Zhuang Zi does not believe him and asks whether he would not want to have his life back, provided that Zhuang Zi would get the Arbiter of Fate to give him a body again and return his parents and family. To this offer "the skull frowned severely, wrinkling up its brow" and said:
"Why would I throw away more happiness than that of a king on a throne and take on the troubles of a human being again?" (ch. 18, p. 193-94) Hence, it is not simply the acceptance of death which leads to a liberated state of mind, death itself is here characterized as the realm of ultimate freedom.
Finally, as the last topic in the context of death in Zhuangzi, life and death are seen as phases of the great transformations of nature. In a conversation between four masters of the Dao (ch. 6), for example, these old men are depicted with different ailments and growths on their body, yet utterly unconcerned about these maladies or any further deteriorations of their bodies.
"What is the Creator going to make of you next?" is the question that one asks the other.
"Will he make you into a rat's liver? Will he make you into a bug's arm?" ( p. 85) But the person asked is unmoved about these prospects, for him it's all part of the "Great Clod's" workings of change, and so he answers -worth quoting in full length:
A child, obeying his father and mother, goes wherever he is told, east or west, south or north. And the Yin and Yang -how much more are they to a man than father or mother! Now that they have brought me to the verge of death, if I should refuse to obey them, how perverse would I be! What fault is it of theirs? The Great Clod burdens me with form, labours me with life, eases me in old age, and rests me in death. So if I think well of my life, for the same reason I must think well of my death.
When a skilled smith is casting a metal, if the metal should leap up and say, "I insist upon being made into a precious sword!" he would surely regard it as very inauspicious metal indeed. Now, having had the audacity to take on human form once, if I should say, "I don't want to be anything but a man! Nothing but a man!", the In Zhuangzi, however, the transformations of life and death are interpreted in a different way.
They involve the notion of life-energy or breath (qi). As said in chapter 22 (possibly not by the author Zhuang Zhou but by his disciples):
Life is the companion of death, death is the beginning of life […] Man's life is a coming-together of breath (qi). If it comes together, there is life; if it scatters, there is death. (p. 235)
It is interesting to note that this idea of life and death coming about through the workings of qi was to be picked up again much later by the already mentioned Neo-Confucian philosopher Zhang Zai in the 12 th century. He turned the concept of qi into one of the fundamental concepts of Neo-Confucianism, now to be understood as "material force" and thus as the material base, as it were, of the important notion that man forms a unity with the cosmos (viz.
Heaven -tian). This idea was then to become part of the Neo-Confucian orthodoxy which, in contrast to the folk religion just mentioned, developed into the ideology of the intellectual elite.
Summarizing, Zhuang Zi conveys an attitude of acceptance, calmness and, ultimately, freedom, in the face of death, and as such, a liberated way to live. As he asks in chapter 2, are we possibly not like someone who has lost his way in youth and now is finally returning 6 In Chinese folk religion we shall actually later get a mix of mainly two linages concerning death: the already mentioned concept of the two "souls" (in Fn. 2 above) with the Buddhist and karmic idea of rebirth. Montaigne's attempt to come to terms with death first addresses a basic human attitude in the presence of death: fear. Thus, after commencing by quoting Cicero in a paraphrase of the title of his essay, he continues: "All the wisdom and reasoning of the world boils down finally to this point: to teach us not to be afraid of death." (p. 56) His attempt to dispel this fear begins with looking into another fundamental condition of death: its inevitability -to know that death will finally come is the only secure knowledge that we have. In view of this certainty, nothing else really matters, also not age, for "after all, young and old leave life on the same terms." (p. 58) Inviting us to look at "facts and experience", he reminds us: "By the ordinary run of things, you have been living a long time now by extraordinary favor. You have passed the accustomed limits of life." (p. 58) Not only that death can strike us at any time, "the goal of our career is death", he stresses. (p. 57)
Being first of all concerned with the problem of losing the fear of death, Montaigne seems to tackle this problem by appealing to his will power and by invoking the virtue of bravery: "Let us learn to meet it steadfastly and to combat it," he says (p. 60). But he wants to cultivate this attitude in a special way: "Let us take an entirely different way from the usual one. Let us rid it of its strangeness, come to know it, get used to it. Let us have nothing on our minds as often Montaigne finishes his essay with a lecture-like collection of Stoic thoughts on death, put in the mouth of Mother Nature as her counsel for us. And here we also find ideas and formulations that ring familiar to the ones quoted earlier from Zhuang Zi and others, such as:
"Go out of this world as you entered it. The same passage that you made from death to life, without feeling or fright, make it again from life to death." (p. 65) From the point of view of Mother Nature all life appears equal, so that nobody "can complain of being included where all are included." (p. 66) Hence, death is the great equalizer, and this equality, for him, is the basis of equity, of justice. Also, just like in the Book of Wisdom of the Old Testament, the Ecclesiastes, everything in this world has its destiny, its season and purpose: "No one dies before his time. The time you leave behind was no more yours than that which passed before your birth, and it concerns you no more." (p. 66) Here, Mother Nature's council reaches a cosmic width that is reminiscent of Daoist philosophy.
Let us now briefly compare Montaigne's attitude toward death to that of the Chinese philosophers discussed before. What appears to apply to all of them is the worldly orientation.
There is no mention whatsoever of any afterlife to be aspired for. Even Montaigne, of whom we know that he kept his Catholic faith in the age of the most ferocious religious wars of France, doesn't mention any Christian notions of death and afterlife; his only authority are the Stoic philosophers of Roman antiquity. Particularly Zhuang Zi and Montaigne seem to have a lot in common: For both of them, the acceptance of death lends freedom to human live; both regard death and life as belonging together inseparably, and both aim at a fearless acceptance of death. But, whereas Zhuang Zi's fearlessness is gained from being part of a cosmic process of change, making him feel one with the universe, Montaigne's fearlessness is Stoic, is the result of character building, particularly of virtue as well as of human reason and will. In this regard, Montaigne seems to be closer to the Confucian attitude that maintained fearlessness of death as part of human moral uprightness.
Certainly quintessentially Chinese and therefore not to be found in Montaigne is the philosophy of change, including Yin-Yang-thought, which makes man an inseparable part of the great transformations of the universe. This concept of constant transformation of all existence is an essential aspect of the pre-eminent topic of all Chinese philosophy, the view that Heaven (i.e. nature) and man form an inseparable unity (in Chinese: tian ren he yi).
*
At the end of my exploration of death -East and West, let me jump back again in time and cultural space in order to quote a few lines from the most famous recluse poet of China, Tao
Yuanming (or Tao Qian) of the early 5 th century. They might -just as the poem by Jimenez at the beginning -strike a poetic chord with the thoughts elaborated upon thus far. Sure enough, the lament of old age and impending death is a common topic of Chinese poetry all through the ages, but there seems to be no other poet who has made the certainty of death -together with the praise of the simple life and the love of wine -to a constant topic of his verse the way Tao Yuanming did. In a cycle of three poems, "Substance, Shadow and Spirit", for example (with conversations between these three allegorical figures), we find Tao at his Daoist height, when he concludes, that there is nothing we can do about death and hence there is also no other way but to take it without any further complaint. So he says:
Die old or die young, the death is the same, Wise or stupid, there is no difference.
